Increased survival of low birth weight infants: impact on the incidence of retinopathy of prematurity.
Retinopathy of prematurity is a retinal vascular disease that occurs only in premature infants. Because of concern that the occurrence of this potentially blinding disease is increasing, a retrospective chart review was undertaken to compare the incidence of retinopathy of prematurity at the University of Washington during the years 1981 to 1984 with previously published data collected at the same institution during the years 1968 to 1980. During 1981 to 1984, there was an increase in the annual numbers of admissions and survivors weighing 1750 g at birth; the survival rate increased significantly (P less than .000001). A trend toward an increased risk for proliferative retinopathy of prematurity (P = .057) during 1981 to 1984 period was noted, but the number of "excess cases" was calculated to be only 6 per year. The remainder of the additional cases, 19 annually, were due to increased survival of infants at risk. Thus, the "second epidemic" of retinopathy of prematurity is largely due to improved survival of low birth weight infants rather than to new iatrogenic factors. In infants with proliferative retinopathy of prematurity, there was a previously unreported association between increased severity of disease and lower birth weight (P = .015). There were four children with severe bilateral visual loss due to retinopathy of prematurity identified during the 1981 to 1984 period, whereas only one bilaterally blind infant was noted during the preceding 12.7 years.